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Aurobindo’s Ideas of Nationalism In The Light of His Integral Philosophy 

 

The meaning and implication of nationalism should be analysed before the discussion 

of Sri Aurobindo’s conception of it. Nationalism implies a group feeling directed 'towards a 

set of values which the members of the group consider unique and valuable. As explored in 

Wikipedia (1 )“Nationalism is a political, social , and economic ideology and movement 

characterised by the promotion of the interests of a particular nation, especially with the aim 

of gaining and maintaining the nation’s sovereignty (self governance) over its homeland.”It 

further aims to build a single national identity – based on shared social characteristics such as 

culture , language , religion , politics , and belief in a shared singular history – and to promote 

national unity or solidarity. Further,  Nationalism in general is known as “a state of mind in 

which the supreme loyalty of the individual is due to the nation-state.” (2)  

Like all social phenomena, nationalism is a historical category.It emerged in the social 

world at a certain stage of evolution of the life of the community when certain socio-

historical conditions, both objective and subjective matured. The integration of communities 

into nations was a prolonged historical process. The nascent nation had to struggle against 

various obstacles which prevented its growth. It has been recognized that, by and large the 

word “nationalism” came to be used in the present sense only after the Napoleonic wars.  The 
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development of nationalism in different countries followed the lines of their respective social 

and cultural history, their socio-economic and political structures and the specific 

characteristic nature of the social classes which were the vanguard of the struggle for a 

national social existence in those countries. Thus, every nation was born in a different manner 

due to the development of different internal forces as well as the impact of various outside 

forces on these countries. The history of the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

is primarily the history of the formation of nations in different parts of the world. The process 

of nation-formation has continued during the twentieth century.  

The human world has been composed of nations and the nations are recognized as the 

dominant form of human community. Thus, the nation is the prime fact of the present epoch 

and the nationalism, the dominant emotion of man. Nationalism means not only the nation 

but also “something” in virtue of which a nation continues to exist even when it  had lost its 

autonomy. This “something” continued to work in case of the jews. There is no other 

example in history of a community which has been chased round the globe quite as much 

which has survived its own death as a nation by two thousand years. 

Due to this decisive significance of the role of nationalism in the life of humanity, it has been 

made a special subject of study and investigation. Attempt has been made to study how and 

under what socio-historical conditions the nations came into existence and what role the 

leaders and fighters play in the growth of nationalism. Indian nationalism is a modern 

phenomenon. It came into being during the British period as a result of the action and inter-

action of numerous forces and factors which developed within the Indian society under the 

conditions of the British rule and the impact of world forces. Indian nationalism has emerged 

under conditions of political subjection of the Indians by the British. The British Government 

for its own purpose, had changed the economic structure of the Indian society,established a 

centralized state and introduced modern education, modern means of communication and 
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other institutions. This resulted in the growth of new social classes and the unleashing of new 

social forces unique by themselves. Many nationalists like Dadabhai Naoroji, Pheroz Shah 

Mehta, Surendranath Banerjee, Gopal Krishna Gokhale, Bipin Chandra Pal, Lala Lajpat Rai, 

Sri Aurobindo etc. have provided massive motive powers for the rise and development of 

Indian nationalism. Among these group of nationalists Sri Aurobindo was outstanding due to 

his role in the early phases of the national movement. His nationalism is termed as neo-

nationalism as it was based on spiritualism and Indian culture. This staunch nationalist 

sided himself with that extremist group which had transformed the national movement from 

that of a few into a mass movement. 

Although , Aurobindo Ghosh was the son of an anglophile father who for the 

fulfilment of his  determination and interest that his children should receive an entirely 

European upbringing without undergoing any Indian influence, sent his sons to London at the 

age of seven to receive English education. The father hoped so that his son Aurobindo would 

become a great officer under the British Government yet with the passage of time 

subsequently, became disillusioned , sent to his sons’ cuttings from “The Bengalee” 

newspaper in which he marked passages relating to cases of maltreatment and insult of 

Indians by Englishmen. These communications, not only turned Sri Aurobindo’s attention 

and interest towards Indian political situation but also built up his anti-British attitude and 

inspired him to work for the liberation of his country. With a patriotic fervour, he associated 

himself with the secret society known as “Lotus and Dagger" which was dedicated to India’s 

freedom struggle. With the European inspiration of Irish patriotic movement and Mazzini’s 

role in Italy, Aurobindo desired at Cambridge to dedicate himself to the liberation of his 

country from foreign rule. 

With a combination of intellectual ability, artistic sensibility and patriotic fervour, Sri 

Aurobindo returned India to take up a service in the State of Baroda and subsequently found 
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himself in the very center-stage of the Indian political scene. After settling down in Baroda, 

he plunged into the study of Indian language, culture, history and religion and the message of 

the great Hindu culture made a deep impression upon him. In this way, he imbibed the best 

that is in Indian culture. So far, he was an intellectual having his foundations in the 

philosophy of  western materialism.  However, an exposure to the writings and understanding 

of the Hindu philosophy made him realise actively and consciously the all pervasive spiritual 

reality. He started to believe that India was destined to play the role of “spiritual guru” of the 

world and of humanity.  

Giving highest place to patriotism among human sentiments, Aurobindo tried to 

introduce the youth of the country to this national sentiment. In every speech which he 

addressed, in every lecture which he delivered and in every writing which he produced there 

were the reflection of high patriotism and deep national spirit. His flaming patriotism and 

religious devotion to Mother India is reflected in his speech addressed to the students of the 

Bengal National College. He said “there are times in nation’s history when Providence places 

before 

it one work, one aim, to which everything else, however high and noble in itself, has to be 

sacrificed. Such a time has now arrived for our Motherland where nothing is dearer than her 

service, when everything else is to be directed to that end.”(3) If one wants to study, one 

should study for her sake and train oneself body and mind and soul for her service. He should 

earn his living so that he may live for her sake. He should go abroad with a view to enriching 

himself with knowledge with which he may serve her. As a result of that she may prosper. He 

should be prepared to suffer so that she may rejoice. Everything is contained in this single 

advice. How lofty is the idea of nationalism Aurobindo harboured is evident from this 

statement. His love for India was far deeper than the normal patriotism that everyone feels for 

one’s country. In his own words, “Love has a place in politics, but is the love of one’s 
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country, for one’s countrymen, for the glory, greatness and happiness of the race, the divine 

‘ananda’ of self-immolation for one’s fellows, the ecstasy of relieving their sufferings, the joy 

of seeing one’s blood flow for country and freedom, the bliss of union in death with the 

fathers of the race (4). Everything Indian gives a sense of delight to the Indians - the touch of 

her soil, the winds blowing from the Indian seas, the rivers streaming from Indian hills, the 

murmuring sound of the springs the Indian speech, music, poetry, and the scenic beauty, 

sounds, customs, habits, dress, and manners of the Indian life etc. 

Sri Aurobindo repeatedly asked the people to be brave and to face suffering cheerfully 

for the sake of their motherland and willing to sacrifice everything they could in the yajna.  

He realized that centuries of foreign rule had demoralised the Indians and the people had 

been over-awed by the mighty power of the British Empire. “Sri Aurobindo saw clearly that 

this timidity would be fatal to the success of the movement for national emancipation. He 

also laid great stress upon the necessity for sacrifice on the part of the Indian people in order 

to gain their freedom.(5) He was convinced that people has to pay the price of freedom in 

pain and suffering. He put stress on the need for Indians to shake off their centuries - old 

lethargy and become galvanized again with strength  and  power. Aurobindo demanded 

complete ‘Swaraj’ and sanctioned every means for its achievement. He looked upon 

nationalism as a religious practice through which the emancipation of the motherland would 

be less inspiring outlook of the moderate leaders who only demanded certain administrative 

and political reforms as the goal of genuine Indian nationalism. He recognized no method or 

action as politically good or evil except the fact that whether it helps or hinders the progress 

towards national emancipation.  

Sri Aurobindo wrote “The work of national emancipation is a great and when India, 

the Mother was in chains, being enslaved and humiliated by alien aggressors, it is the duty of 

sons to strive by all possible means to liberate her from her shackles. In this task, there can be 
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no compromise, there is no question of bartering or bargaining with the Mother’s liberty” (6). 

He further made it clear on several that so long as the members of a nation see it only as piece 

of land, it does not take the form of a divine mother power: so long as it does not cover their 

hearts and minds, the nation is not born. 

However, Aurobindo was unlike many other philosophers and leaders who restricted 

their vision only towards the promotion of communal or nationalistic self interests, lacking an 

expansive view that concerned the entire humanity on a whole. It is at this juncture that we 

see him rise much above all the other leading public figures of his age, as his concept of 

nationalism culminates with an integrity to the ideas of human unity and Internationalism. It 

is important to understand Aurobindo’s synthetic philosophy of  Integralism which is the 

outcome of his Integral Yoga. He looked upon India’s emancipation as only an essential 

vantage point from which she could fulfil her destiny as the spiritual guide of humanity at 

large. He had the firm belief that India had a mighty role to play in the spiritual regeneration 

of the human race and a divine mission to fulfil op earth. He claimed that the nationalist 

movement sparked off by the Bengal partition was a divinely inspired and divinely guided 

movement. This is particularly evident in the inspiring speeches which he delivered during 

the days of the anti-partition agitation. Speaking of its leaders he says “They have had one 

and all of them, consciously or unconsciously, one overmastering idea, one idea which 

nothing can shake, and this was the idea that there is a great Power at work to help India, and 

that we are doing what it bids us ........ This movement in Bengal, this movement of 

nationalism is not guided by any self-interest, not at the heart of it. It is a religion which we 

are trying to live. It is a religion by which we are trying to realize God in the nation, in our 

fellow-countrymen.”(7)  

Sri Aurobindo considered nationalism as much deeper and more profound than mere 

patriotism. “In consonance with his concept of the nation as a divine entity, he looked upon 
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nationalism as a spiritual essential for the emancipation of the motherland as well as the 

spiritual development of the devotee” (8).Service of the nation was his highest religion.  

 

In another occasion he says - “Nationalism is a religion that has come from God .... It has not 

been crushed. It is not going to be crushed. Nationalism survives in the strength of God and it 

is not possible to crush it, whatever weapons are brought against it Nationalism is immortal. 

Nationalism can not die, because it is no human thing , it is God who is working in 

Bengal.”(9) 

It is important to note that with a spiritual basis and cosmopolitan outlook, Aurobindo’s 

nationalism is a comprehensive and broad one and is far beyond the premises and reach of the 

conception and definitions initially stated in this paper. Unlike the western concept of 

nationalism which merely implies a common political sentiment he treated nationalism as a 

religion and a spiritual ‘Sadhana’. In a public meeting in Bombay in 1908, Aurobindo said 

“Nationalism is not a mere political programme, nationalism is a religion that has come from 

God. Nationalism is a creed which you shall have to live.”( 10) Let no man dare to call 

himself a nationalist if he does so merely with a sort of intellectual pride, thinking that his 

thinking is more patriotic and higher than those who do not call themselves by that name. If 

someone is going to be a Nationalist, he has to subscribe to this religion of nationalism in a 

religious spirit. 

His speeches and writings of that period show that he raised patriotism to the pedestal 

of religion. In his essay entitled “Bhawani Mandir” he wrote, “For what is a nation? 

What is our mother country? It is not a piece of earth, nor a figure of speech for a fiction of 

mind. It is a mighty ‘Shakti’, composed of all the ‘shakties’ of all the millions of units that 

make up the nation, just as Gods ascribed in ore mass of force and welded into unity. The 

shakti we call in India, Bhawani Bharati, is the living unity of the shakties of three hundred 
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million people.” (11) 

To his credit, Aurobindo never allowed his nationalism to degenerate into mere chauvinism 

or narrow revivalism. He looked upon India’s emancipation as only an essential vantage point 

from which she could fulfil her destiny as the spiritual guide of humanity at large, which is 

also the eternal aim of the works of cosmic note like Savitri. His nationalism thus develops 

logically into an internationalism that  has as its goal the elevated ideal of human unity. It is 

also important to point out that Sri Aurobindo had realized the importance of evoking Muslim 

support for the great cause of nationalism. So at the very height of the partition agitation, he 

wrote “Nationalism depends for its success on the awakening and organizing of the whole 

strength of the nation, it is therefore vitally important for nationalism that the politically 

backward classes should be awakened and brought into the current of political life; the great 

mass of orthodox Hinduism which was hardly ever touched by the old Congress movement, 

the great slumbering mass of Islam which has remained politically inert throughout the last 

century, the shopkeepers, the artisan class, the immense body of illiterate and ignorant 

peasantry, the submerged classes, even the wild tribes and races still outside the pale of 

Hindu civilization, Nationalism can afford to neglect and omit none.”(12) Thus, not only Sri 

Aurobindo could realise the importance of the united effort of the Indian mass in their 

fighting against the powerful British but equally important is his understanding that this 

struggle’for independence between the Indians and the white imperialist was actually 

significant on two different planes, the other possessing an integral and eternal spirit. It would 

therefore a high injustice by those who brand Sri Aurobindo as a Hindu chauvinist. While 

safeguarding the Indian ethos , he also attempted to travel beyond culture and vaimed at a 

supra-rational beauty and a supra-rational good. In his approach peeps in the vedantic 

metaphysics of cosmic existence, gnosis good and bliss. Even his views on Internationalism 
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is based on the relationship between matter and spirit , evoked from Indian heritage and 

culture.  

Sri Aurobindo thus, shines as one of the brilliant stars on the horizon of Indian sky of 

Renaissance and Indian nationalism. His coming on the Indian political scene was dramatic 

and no less dramatic was his exit from political life for spiritual perfection. Most of the 

Indian Philosophers have been idealists and this applies to Sri Aurobindo also who desired 

India to be politically free not only for her own sake but specifically because thereby alone 

could she play her true role ;in the spiritual regeneration of the world and in spearheading 

mankind’s spiritual evolution. 
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